The tiny harvest mouse, Micromys minutus, is skilled at climbing among grasses. Owing to the short lactation period of 15-16 days, young harvest mice need to achieve this climbing skill very rapidly. We examined the early development of five components of climbing behaviour and the final climbing pattern of harvest mice from birth to weaning. During the lactation period, the pups' climbing ability developed rapidly and they were able to climb a vertical bar by the time they first emerged from their nest. Climbing skills were acquired in the following order: hand grasping at 3-7 days; foot grasping at 6-9 days; quadruped stance at 6-11 days; tail prehension at 10-11 days; and righting at 10-12 days. The ratio of foot digit length to foot length was greater in harvest mice than in laboratory mice, Mus musculus, indicating a better grasping ability in the former.
The harvest mouse, Micromys minutus, spends most of its life in long grass and similar vegetation such as reedbeds, rushes, grassy hedgerows, ditches and bramble patches, cereals, some legumes and other crops. Probably as a result of adaptation to this habitat, adults are small, weighing ca. 8 g. They grasp leaves and stems with their feet and prehensile tail, leaving their hands free for other tasks such as feeding and grooming.
Females give birth to very immature young after a gestation period of 17-19 days (Ishiwaka & Mōri 1998) . The lactation period of 15-16 days is also short compared with that of other small rodents (Ishiwaka & Mōri 1998) . The pups are similar to those of other species such as house mice, Mus domesticus, at birth. They weigh 1-1.2 g and grow rapidly, reaching 4-5 g at weaning (R. Ishiwaka, unpublished data). The hair starts developing 3-4 days postpartum, while the eyes and the auditory meatus open at 8-9 and 9-10 days, respectively. The pups are provided with both milk and regurgitated food by their mother until weaning (Ishiwaka & Mōri 1998) . They first emerge from the nest and nibble on solid food at 11-12 days (R. Ishiwaka, unpublished data). In the field, the mother leaves her pups when they are 15-16 days old (Harris & Trout 1991) and lactation almost ceases at this time in the laboratory (Ishiwaka & Mōri 1998) .
Because of the short lactation period, it is likely that the pups rapidly develop the ability to climb, despite their immaturity at birth. The strong foot grasping and tail prehension characteristic of harvest mice are not common in murids, however, and thus few data are available on their development (Layne 1959; Altman et al. 1971 ). The behavioural development of harvest mice was described by Trout (1978) , but not in detail. Our aim was to determine whether young harvest mice acquire the ability to move on grass leaves and stems during the short suckling period. We examined the development of five components of climbing: righting; quadruped stance; hand grasping; foot grasping; tail prehension; and the final climbing pattern on horizontal and vertical bars.
MATERIALS AND METHODS

Subjects
We used harvest mice from a colony established with five wild individuals captured in Saga, Kyushu, Japan, in 1990 . After the study, we kept the mice for further research. We housed the mice as breeding pairs in plastic cages, measuring 27 16 cm and 20 cm high, in a room with a 14:10 h light:dark photoperiod (lights on at 0830 hours) and kept at 23 1 C. We covered the bottom of the cage with wood chips, and provided rice straw as nest material and shelter. There was sufficient rice straw (ca. 15 cm deep) for the pups to practise climbing in it. Water and food were available ad libitum. The diet was a mixture of canary seeds, Chinese, foxtail and Japanese millet seeds, flax seeds, sunflower seeds and commercial laboratory chow (Oriental Yeast Co. Ltd, Tokyo, Japan). We checked females for pregnancy each day to find pups within 24 h of birth.
